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ABSTRACT 
 
The government has argued, in various arenas, that ‘active citizenship’ is one way in 
which young people can be effectively re-engaged with their communities, and with 
the political process more broadly. As part of this analysis, it has placed particular 
emphasis on the potential contribution of youth volunteering.  However, many 
researchers have argued that such initiatives are essentially conservative, placing 
emphasis, firstly, on the skills and competences necessary to make a contribution to 
the economy rather than more innovative understandings of citizenship and, secondly, 
on the importance of active community participation rather than an understanding of 
welfare rights and social citizenship. In engaging with this debate, this article draws 
on a study of 21 young people (aged between 16 and 18 years old) involved in a range 
of different voluntary, peer-driven and socially focused extra-curricular groups in 
sixth-form colleges. It argues that, for the young people involved in this study, the 
effects of becoming involved were complex, multidirectional and, in some cases, 
apparently contradictory. While in some ways the activities appeared to serve 
essentially conservative functions (for example, by developing sympathy for those in 
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positions of power), in other respects they engendered a much more critical stance to 
some aspects of the young people’s worlds.  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Emergence of the ‘active citizen’  
David Miller (2000) has argued that there are three understandings of ‘citizenship’ 
that are dominant in contemporary British society. The first is essentially a passive 
form of citizenship, based on a liberal model, which emphasises the set of rights and 
obligations that gives every citizen an equal status in the political community. The 
second understanding is of the citizen as consumer, empowered to seek redress if 
service is not satisfactory. Miller argues that although, in this second 
conceptualisation, the citizen assumes a more active role, both understandings are 
predicated upon an individualised model of the citizen. In contrast, the third 
understanding posits a more active and collective form of citizenship; here, the citizen 
is not only a rights-holder and claimant, but also someone who is actively involved in 
how their community functions. Despite Miller’s claims that this view is held by only 
a minority of the general public, it is this third understanding that has gained 
widespread currency amongst recent Labour and Conservative administrations – and 
which presently underpins a broad range of policy initiatives pursued, variously, by 
the Department for Communities and Local Government, the Cabinet Office and the 
Department for Education and Skills. Indeed, as Coffey (2004) notes, within the 
political project of the so-called third way, citizenship has assumed a key role, ‘recast 
as an active status that carries with it the obligations of social inclusion, mutuality, 
participation and democracy’ (p.43). 
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Some commentators have argued that there are important distinctions between 
conceptualisation of this kind of ‘active citizen’ on the right and left of the political 
spectrum. For example, Deem et al. (1995) have suggested that those on the right 
promote civil society and active involvement in community groups as a means of 
releasing people from a welfare culture, while those on the left are more inclined to 
believe that community acts to provide the conditions for citizenship, and that 
citizenship is properly attained through political involvement. Strains of both these 
arguments can be seen in policy pronouncements from the Labour government from 
1997 onwards. However, it has been claimed that Labour’s clear emphasis on the 
responsibilities of citizenship, as well as a citizen’s rights, has been part of a broader 
project to re-educate people that the state is an enabler rather than a provider of 
services (Landrum, 2002). Indeed, the Civic Renewal Unit, within the UK’s 
Department for Communities and Local Government, claims that civic renewal has 
three key ingredients: active citizens who contribute to the common good; 
strengthened communities in which people work together to find solutions to 
problems; and partnership in meeting public needs (Department for Communities and 
Local Government, 2006). 
 
Within this agenda for promoting active citizenship, education is assigned a key role.  
Not only are ‘active’ conceptualisations of citizenship embedded within the Crick 
Report (QCA, 1998) – which provided the basis for the programme of citizenship 
education for 11-16 year olds and became a compulsory part of the National 
Curriculum in 2002 – but they are also clearly articulated within the recommendations 
for post-16 citizenship education (FEFC, 2000) and in programmes of adult 
education. Indeed, the Active Citizenship Centre, which was launched in 2003 and 
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has now been subsumed under the ‘Together We Can’ agendai, developed a 
programme of ‘Active Learning for Active Citizenship’. This ran until March 2006 
and comprised a series of regional groupings, testing approaches to citizenship 
education for adults. Nevertheless, while some of these initiatives are clearly aimed at 
adults, children and young people tend to be prioritised within both citizenship 
education and broader debates about the necessity of fostering active citizenship. This 
is a theme that is pursued in more depth below. 
 
Importance of ‘active citizenship’ among young people 
Within T.H. Marshall’s (1950) seminal account of the historical development of 
citizenship, children and young people were largely absent. Moreover, Hall et al. 
(1998) claim that, where they were included, they were treated as little more than 
‘citizens-in-the-making’. While it is arguable that the role assigned to young people – 
as ‘developing citizens’ – has changed little over the half-century since Marshall’s 
text was published, current policy initiatives place young people centre-stage. 
Although it is likely that this focus is driven partially by a desire to inculcate 
messages about the enabling function of the state and the importance of assuming 
responsibility for oneself and one’s community within young people at an early stage 
in their lives, it is also driven by a widespread concern about young people’s alleged 
disengagement from the political process. Indeed, Lister (2005) claims that it is 
precisely because of their perceived lack of engagement in politics that young people 
are portrayed as deficient citizens. 
 
The 1997 and 2001 general elections in the UK witnessed a downward trend in 
turnout, generally, but this was particularly marked amongst young people. In 2005, 
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although reported turnout increased amongst those aged between 35 and 44, 55 and 64 
and over 64, it declined amongst the youngest age group (the 18-24s) and remained 
the same for the 25-34 age group. Thus, while the actual turnout increased from 59.4 
per cent in 2001 to around 61.2 per cent in 2005, the reported turnout of the 18-24 age 
group fell from 49.4 per cent to 44.3 per cent over the same period of time (Phelps, 
2005). Kimberlee (2002) provides a useful analysis of the competing explanations for 
this declining political participation. He distinguishes between explanations focused 
on: ‘youth’ (that claim that young people’s age is the reason for their apathy); 
‘politics’ (that suggest that barriers to participation are created by the state, political 
parties and/or the nature of the public sphere); ‘alternative values’ (that young people 
are attracted to alternative political ideas that are outside the gambit of political 
parties); and ‘generation’. This last explanation is the one Kimberlee favours.  He 
argues that changes to both the social circumstances of young people and their 
transitions into adulthood have direct implications for political engagement. This 
argument is taken up by a number of other researchers who have explored in some 
depth the experiences of young people across the UK. Thomson et al. (2004), for 
example, suggest that young people’s unwillingness to engage in political processes is 
inextricably linked to the fragmentation of transitions to adulthood and the 
consequential lack of meaning associated with institutional rites. Similarly, Hall and 
Williamson (1999) and Jones and Wallace (1992) contend that both political 
participation and self-identification as a citizen are affected by young people’s 
frequent failure to achieve economic independence by the age their reach legal 
majority: 
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There is an important distinction to be drawn between the legal aspects of adult 
citizenship and the broader sense of membership and belonging to which 
citizenship refers.  As they enter upon adulthood and full citizenship status, many 
young people today find that their ‘lived’ experience of citizenship falls short of 
both its legal and normative promise. (Hall and Williamson, 1999, p.9-10.) 
 
Over recent years, however, researchers within the disciplines of education, sociology 
and politics have contested the assumption that young people have become 
increasingly politically disengaged. Lash and Urry (1994) have suggested that, in 
contrast, young people are at the vanguard of new social movement and ‘lifestyle 
politics’, while O’Toole et al. (2003) have argued that non-participation in elections 
can, in some cases, be a conscious political act. Moreover, by employing a broader 
understanding of what constitutes political activity (including, for example, 
volunteering and campaigning), Roker et al. (1999), Skelton and Valentine (2003) and 
Lister (2005) have demonstrated that the majority of young people involved in their 
studies had achieved a high degree of political engagement. 
 
In addition to arguments about political participation, it has also been claimed that the 
conditions of late modernity are antithetical to the assumption of identification as a 
citizen. Indeed, Coffey (2004) emphasises the negotiated nature of young people’s 
social identities. She goes on to contrast the way in which these identities are taken 
on, largely through interactions with peers and family members, with the ‘top down’ 
conferment of citizenship identity, which is usually not a matter of negotiation at all.  
Furthermore, other writers (e.g. Hall et al., 1998) have claimed that young people’s 
identities frequently stretch beyond national boundaries – through global youth 
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cultures, for example – such that national citizenship may appear an outdated and 
inflexible discourse. 
 
Against this backdrop, ‘active citizenship’ has been argued to be one way in which 
young people can be effectively re-engaged with their communities – and with the 
political process more broadly. Education and voluntary work have been proposed as 
the main vehicles through which this is to be achieved (Lister, 2005). 
 
Achieving active citizenship through voluntary work and education 
An analysis of youth volunteering projects, conducted by Drake and Davis Smith 
(2004) has demonstrated the wide range of such projects that have been funded by the 
government over the past decade – including the Young Volunteer Development 
Programme, Millennium Volunteers and Young Volunteer Challenge. Although Ellis 
(2004) has argued that only a small minority of young people are actively involved 
with organisations that engage in the promotion of positive social change, national 
surveys have indicated that levels of volunteering amongst young people and older 
adults are broadly similar (Institute for Volunteering Research, 2004; Murphy et al., 
2005). Indeed, the 2005 Citizenship Survey, conducted by the Home Office, indicated 
that the 16-19 age group is more likely to engage in informal volunteering than older 
age groups (Murphy et al., 2005). However, there are also clear differences between 
social groups: women are more likely to volunteer than men, and the white middle 
classes more than other groups (Institute for Volunteering Research, 2004).   
 
The government is keen to promote youth volunteering further and, to this end, 
established the Russell Commission to develop a National Framework for Youth 
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Action and Engagement. This framework was published in March 2005 in 
conjunction with the announcement of a £100 million investment to recruit one 
million new volunteers. Indeed, the Commission aims to actively engage half of the 
16-25 year old population in some form of volunteering, and ‘to make volunteering a 
common, fun and popular pursuit for young people…to help establish a pattern of 
lifelong engagement which would be of benefit to the individual, the local community 
and the UK as a whole’ (2005: 9). Underpinning this work is a clear notion of active 
citizenship, combining ‘communal values and social responsibilities with an 
ideological commitment to self-interest’ (Coffey, 2004: 55). Indeed, within the 
Framework document, alongside the hope that ‘Society as a whole will benefit as 
young people express themselves as active citizens’ (Russell Commission, 2005: 6), is 
a long list of the ways in which individuals will benefit from getting involved – 
through going to new places, making new friends, learning new skills and ‘helping 
themselves to better jobs’ (ibid.). As noted above, active citizenship also constitutes a 
central element of the citizenship education programme, which became a compulsory 
part of the National Curriculum in English schools in 2002. The final report of the 
Advisory Group on Education for Citizenship (QCA, 1998) was explicit in its support 
for active citizenship – and defined education for citizenship as combining political 
literacy, social and moral responsibility and community involvement. The same 
priorities have also driven the developments in post-16 citizenship education (Hall et 
al., 1998). 
 
Although some commentators have highlighted the potential of citizenship education 
to offer young people a radical critique of society (for example, Lees, 2000, Aapola et 
al., 2005), critics have pointed out a number of important limitations in the way that 
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citizenship education is currently conceptualised, many of which apply equally to the 
government’s emphasis on youth volunteering within educational institutions. Firstly, 
the tension between the role of the school or college in confirming the social, cultural 
and political order of the nation state (achieved through regulating the way in which 
students prepare to take their place as future adults) and its role in ensuring social 
justice, social mobility and the emancipation of groups and individuals has been 
highlighted (Gordon et al., 2000). This theme is taken up by Coffey (2004) who 
argues that current practice masks ‘a contradiction in the discourses of citizenship – 
whereby citizenship can be perceived as part of a system of social control, or as a 
recognition of rights and social inclusion’ (p.56). She argues that, as part of this, 
education for citizenship reflects an agenda that focuses on the skills and 
competencies necessary to make an active contribution to the economy and the 
realignment of concepts of social and moral understanding, rather than more 
innovative and democratic understandings of citizenship. 
 
Secondly, it has been argued that the emphasis on community involvement – apparent 
in citizenship education as well as the promotion of youth volunteering – may 
undermine a Marshallian form of social citizenship in favour of voluntarism. Indeed, 
Hall and Williamson (1999) and Garmarnikow and Green (2000) assert that the 
current emphasis on active citizenship tends to construct the non-participation of 
young people as ‘deficits of knowledge and understanding rather than as engendered 
by institutional inadequacies’ (Garmarnikow and Green, 2000: 106). Moreover, they 
go on to claim that social citizenship as a site for welfare rights, as conceived by 
Marshall, has disappeared, its place now occupied by the duties of volunteering and 
community involvement. Ahier et al. (2003) contend that this kind of shift may be 
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exacerbated by teachers’ sensitivities about teaching controversial issues. Indeed, they 
suggest that this may have brought about forms of relatively ‘depoliticised’ 
citizenship education, implicitly reinforcing a politics which prioritises ‘community’ 
and the importance of individual contributions in building certain kinds of social 
capital over arguments about the role of the state in relation to social citizenship and 
citizenship entitlements. 
 
To some extent these concerns have been borne out in evidence about changes in 
young people’s understandings of citizenship. The young people in Lister’s (2005) 
research, for example, found it more difficult to identify their rights than their 
responsibilities, with the most frequently mentioned responsibility being ‘being 
constructive’ and this included ‘giving back to the community’. Furthermore, Lister 
notes that over the three years of her research, understandings of citizenship which 
were predicated upon economic respectability and social participation became more 
common, while those that stressed universal status, people’s right to a voice and a 
social contract became increasingly less common. 
 
What is less clear, however, is the extent to which young people’s voluntary activities 
have affected their view of society and sense of social citizenship. While there is now 
a growing body of work on the impact of citizenship education in schools and 
colleges (for example, Kerr et al., 2004 and Faulks, 2006), we still know relatively 
little about the impact of young people’s extra-curricular and peer-driven activities.  
Thus, claims about the essentially conservative or regressive nature of much 
volunteering work, discussed above, remain untested. In an attempt to redress this 
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gap, the remainder of this paper draws on the experiences of 21 young people who 
were members of five socially-focused, extra-curricular groups. 
 
METHODS: RESEARCHING THE MIDDLE CLASSES 
 
During the 2003-04 academic year, case studies were conducted of five voluntary, 
community-focused groups, run within sixth-form colleges. These were chosen after 
an initial mailing to six schools and colleges, asking for permission to speak to any 
relevant groups and discussions with the young people involved in the various groups, 
explaining the purpose of the research and the methods that would be used.  I 
conducted observations of four of the five groups over the course of the year and, 
towards the end of this period, interviewed the 21 students who had been involved in 
the various groups (see Table 1 below for a more detailed breakdown). In addition, I 
interviewed the members of staff who led the three staff-run groups. All the 
interviews were semi-structured and typically covered the reasons why the young 
people had got involved with the groups, their experiences of the activities, and any 
impact they felt they had had on different parts of their lives (for example, their 
academic studies, relationships with others and engagement with social and political 
issues). The research aims, the wider literature and analytic notes taken immediately 
after each interview were used to develop a thematic framework. This was then used 
methodically to code the interview data – using ‘N6’, a software package for 
analysing qualitative data. On the basis of this coded material, patterns across the data 
were identified and tentative theories and explanations developed.  
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In assessing the extent to which the claims in this paper are generalisable, it is 
important to be clear about the characteristics of the individuals and the educational 
institutions involved in the project. The four collegesii are all high-attaining sixth form 
colleges with a strong academic ethos; the vast majority of students in all of the 
institutions go on to higher education and many secure places in high status 
universities. All four colleges draw students from relatively prosperous areas, and 
serve predominantly middle class communities. 
 
The age of the respondents (16-18 years of age) and their class location (in almost all 
cases, from the middle class in relatively affluent areas) may both have significant 
bearing on the kind of responses that were forthcoming. For example, in relation to 
age, the Institute for Volunteering Research (2004) has demonstrated that, amongst its 
sample of young people, there was considerable variation in reasons given for 
volunteering, by respondents’ age. Those between 14 and 16 years of age tended to 
place greater emphasis on societal benefits than the 17-plus age group, who were 
more likely to be motivated by the personal rewards volunteering was thought to 
offer. The claims made in this paper should be viewed in this light.   
 
Similarly, the generally privileged nature of this sample should be recognised. The 
young people who took part in this project are clearly positioned differently from 
those involved in France’s (1998) research, which was conducted in relatively 
deprived areas. France explains the low level of voluntary activity that he found 
amongst his respondents by arguing that they felt excluded by their local community 
and thus had developed no sense of responsibility towards it or any need to conform 
to the norms of that particular society. Furthermore, as many of his respondents 
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believed that, for them, the only route out of poverty was to leave their local area, 
they had little motivation or desire to take action within it. Nevertheless, the focus of 
this paper – on the actions and beliefs of the relatively privileged – is important in its 
own right. Indeed, Gamarnikow and Green (2000) argue that the current emphasis on 
bringing about social change through developing social capital (through community 
volunteering, for example) absolves the state from responsibility, placing it instead on 
the socially well-placed. Thus, while the sample is small and not socially 
representative, it does facilitate some exploration of the extent to which youth 
volunteering is able to promote social change amongst the ‘socially well-placed’. 
 
The class composition of the sample also facilitates engagement with current debates 
about middle class strategies to maintain advantage within an expanding higher 
education system. Stephen Ball and colleagues (Ball, 2003; Reay et al., 2005) have 
argued that, with a mass system of HE and stagnant, if not contracting, social 
mobility, a degree is no longer an automatic ticket to high status, professional 
employment. Ball contends that, as a consequence, middle class families are 
attempting to monopolize particular educational sites (such as high status universities) 
to prevent generational decline. Although, as I have argued elsewhere (Brooks, 2004, 
2005), there are important cleavages within the middle class and clear differences in 
inclination and capacity to exploit the education market to one’s advantage, there is 
also strong evidence that young people are increasingly being expected to supplement 
their educational credentials with other forms of distinction in order to compete for 
the most prestigious university places and, later, for high status graduate jobs (Brown 
and Hesketh, 2004; Brooks, 2006a). The focus on the middle classes within this paper 
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helps to explore whether socially-focused volunteering has a place to play within such 
strategies to secure distinction. 
 
[Insert Table 1] 
 
ENDORSING THE STATUS QUO 
 
From the students’ narratives, the interviews with staff and the observations of some 
of the groups, it emerged that, in several important respects, the extra-curricular 
activities were indeed exerting a conservative influence on many of the participants.  
 
Greater acceptance of some aspects of society 
Firstly, some students appeared to have become more accepting of some aspects of 
society as a result of realising the difficulty of bringing about change. This was 
particularly evident amongst young people in the students’ union, but was also 
mentioned by some members of the Amnesty International groups.   
 
Members of the students’ union and one of the Amnesty groups described how their 
experience of working within the community had made them less optimistic about the 
possibility of effecting change. Indeed, the teacher who oversaw the students’ union 
group, summed up the responses of many of the group members when she claimed 
that: ‘It involves a lot of growing up for them because you see them at the beginning, 
quite idealistic and really critical of how things are run and then they slowly begin to 
see how difficult it is to change things.’ Similarly, Maria (a pseudonymiii), who was 
part of a peer-led Amnesty International group believed that the bureaucratic 
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arrangements within the organisation limited what she and her fellow students were 
able to achieve, while Rob (a member of the students union) noted: 
 
It’s shown me that there’s a lot of bureaucracy in something like this. You 
can’t just make a decision; you have to do it in the right way and talk to the 
right people…when it’s hard to get something done for us it shows it’s even 
harder for big organisations to do it as well. 
 
Relatedly, some students (again, particularly those in the students union) claimed that 
they had become more sympathetic to politicians as a result of their extra-curricular 
activities. Indeed, this was mentioned by almost all members of the students’ union:  
 
It’s made me realise that it’s harder than you realise to do something like run 
the country. (Lisa, Students Union) 
 
I would say I probably have a lot more respect for politicians now because – I 
know my job’s a lot easier compared to what they’re used to – but having 
people rely on you and have the responsibility of representing over 2000 
people is quite a responsibility….so it does give you more respect for the 
people who have to do it as their job. (Steve, Students Union) 
 
You can understand the problems that political leaders face and at the same 
time community leaders as well because they have to take the concerns of so 
many people which you don’t understand when you’re the individual looking 
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out for your own benefit of just your immediate friends or family. (Justin, 
Students Union) 
 
For these young people, their experience of particular forms of community 
involvement had heightened their awareness of some of the limitations to ‘active 
citizenship’ and effecting social change. Contrasts can be drawn here with the 
findings of some other studies on young people’s participation within educational 
establishments. For example, Wyness et al. (2004) argue that concessions made to 
young people’s voices (such as in schools and colleges) are frequently perceived as 
patronising and devoid of any real substance. They contend that, as a consequence, 
young people’s perceptions of politics reflect the view that their collective interests 
are marginalised and their social status is inferior. However, in this study, despite 
having relatively little power within the broader college community, the students who 
were involved in the research showed no signs of feeling marginalised. Instead, they 
drew close analogies between student activities and those engaged in by older adults, 
and assumed that change was equally hard to effect at all levels of society. 
 
The importance of self-interest 
Secondly, it seemed that some young people were motivated to take part in such 
activities – partially, at least – by a desire to ‘play the game’ and provide evidence of 
a ‘rounded self’ when applying for university. This was evident in most of the groups 
but was particularly notable amongst members of the students’ union. Many of the 
interviewees spoke about the importance of the extra-curricular activities they had 
chosen for their CV or the personal statement for their UCAS form. Indeed, this kind 
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of motivation was, for many of the respondents, of equal (or greater) importance to 
more altruistic ones: 
 
I think every person you ask… I think they’d be lying if they didn’t say they 
came on to the students’ union for their CV. I don’t know if they have. I think 
they might be talking out of their backsides if they said they just came on the 
SU to help students, as great as that sounds and as much as I would like to say 
that’s why I went on, it was to a certain extent but the CV is what jobs and 
universities want. You have to look after number one I suppose. (James, 
Student Union) 
 
For me it’s all about my UCAS form. I wanted to have something to talk about 
at interview and that would just make me seem more interesting on paper….I 
read a book about applying to Oxford just before coming here [to college] and 
that’s my goal so I want to do everything I can to achieve it. (Maya, Peer 
Support Group) 
 
In Colleges 1 and 2 this belief had been reinforced by the messages they had received 
from their teachers.  Several students claimed that their form tutors had emphasised 
the importance of taking part in extra-curricular activities to enable them to 
demonstrate a ‘wide range of interests’ on their UCAS forms. Participation in such 
activities was also driven by other factors, which were also quite removed from a 
sense of personal and social responsibility. These included a desire to: make new 
friends; develop new skills; and exercise some power within the college community. 
Again, there were important differences by group type: those in the students’ union 
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appeared to be more strongly driven by the ‘CV factor’ than members of other groups; 
indeed, one member of an Amnesty International group was not sure whether 
membership of this group would be seen favourably by universities and potential 
employers.  
 
Seen in this light, the extra-curricular activities discussed in this paper may offer some 
support to Ahier et al.’s (2003) contention that citizenship education and related 
activities ‘might be little more than a convenient way of adding a social gloss to an 
educational system which, in many ways, was increasingly devoted to individual 
instrumentalism’ (p.157). Moreover, there are certain parallels between the concern 
for one’s own individual academic (and economic) success evident in the quotations 
above, and the centrality of such notions to certain formulations of the government’s 
own understanding of citizenship. As Aapola et al. (2005) note: 
 
Standard Western political, civil and social rights have been radically 
reconceptualised around this requirement [for economic independence], so 
that the individual’s responsibility to support themselves must come before the 
state’s duty of care to them. (p.176) 
 
In many ways, some of the young people whose participation in these groups 
appeared to be motivated by these largely instrumental concerns, demonstrated 
characteristics similar to those of the ‘Players’ in Brown and Hesketh’s (2004) study 
of graduate recruitment practices. ‘Players’ understood employability as a positional 
game and typically took steps ‘to market themselves in ways that conformed to the 
requirements of employers in order to win a competitive advantage’ (p.9). This 
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frequently included such practices as using social contacts to find out what employers 
were looking for, reading books on how to answer difficult interview questions and 
attending workshops that simulated group exercises at assessment centres. In contrast, 
their ‘Purist’ counterparts viewed graduate recruitment as a meritocratic race, in 
which their aim was to find employment that offered the right ‘fit’ with their skills 
and qualifications. 
 
Institutionally-imposed limits 
Finally, it would appear that there are also institutionally-imposed limits on the extent 
to which groups are able to develop a critical analysis of society. For example, the 
member of staff responsible for co-ordinating the extra-curricular activities in College 
1 explained how she would have to run ideas for new extra-curricular activities past 
the college principal ‘in case things are a bit too political’. Similar evidence is 
highlighted by Gordon et al. (2000) in their analysis of the ‘official school’ (for 
example: the written curriculum, formal hierarchies, pedagogic relations and 
disciplinary mechanisms) and its ‘informal’ counterpart (including interactions which 
are not part of the formal agenda, and the informal activities of students). In the 
British schools in their sample, attempts were made to integrate the two; time was 
made for informal activities but these could be subjected to official guidance and 
control. Indeed, Gordon and colleagues note that while students ‘made inroads into 
the official school…teachers and other staff, through their activities, made inroads 
into the informal school’ (p.195). 
 
PROMOTING A CRITICAL APPROACH 
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The evidence so far has suggested that participating in these extra-curricular groups 
was associated with an increasing acceptance of the status quo. However, further 
analysis of the young people’s narratives indicated that, in other respects, many of the 
groups fostered a considerably more critical approach. Indeed, the evidence presented 
below suggests that, through their extra-curricular pursuits, many of the young people 
came to adopt a more questioning approach to: the formal curriculum, a range of 
substantive political issues, media representation of social issues and, what many 
perceived to be, the individualistic nature of society in the 21st century. 
 
The formal curriculum 
At the most local level, this more critical approach was evident in their attitudes 
towards the subjects that they were studying at college. For example, Luke described 
how the understanding he had gained through Amnesty International campaigns had 
led him to question the positive interpretation of globalisation presented by his 
geography teacher and similar assumptions that were evident within the textbook the 
class used. Paula also explained how her involvement in the peer support group had 
led her to be more critical of how she was being taught psychology: she believed that 
it focused exclusively on clinical aspects, rarely considering the wider (sociological) 
aspects of the topics they covered.   
 
Several students had also developed a more critical attitude to the methods of teaching 
and learning in their A Level subjects. Some contrasted the more formal, didactic 
style of their timetabled lessons with the emphasis on independent research and peer-
led learning that they had experienced in their extra-curricular activities.  
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I think a lot of the A Level teaching is just to get you through the exam. They 
teach for that….it doesn’t actually help you learn anything, I don’t think. [In 
the peer support group] it’s very much more of a group thing, and we’ve learnt 
from each other as much as anything else. (Emma, Peer Support Group) 
 
Being on the SU is more learning for life, whereas biology, chemistry – being 
taught is really just learning how to skip through your exams. (James, Students 
Union) 
 
I expected it [peer support group] to be more like lessons…but it’s actually 
much better this way, I think. It gets your interest more. It’s because you’re 
more active in it and you can actually get an understanding a bit better. (John, 
Peer Support Group) 
 
Political issues 
More common, however, was a belief that these particular kinds of extra-curricular 
activities had promoted a more critical stance towards political issues. Here, there 
were clear differences by type of activity. Most of those who believed that their 
attitudes had changed were from the Amnesty groups and the Right Group. For 
example: 
 
It’s made me think more about how we also have to be careful though, not to 
impose the western culture on them [people in other countries]…I mean 
although there are obviously breaking human rights in some countries, you 
have to be careful not to go in and say what we think is right and what you 
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think is wrong….And I think you’re seeing that more and more now, like over 
in Iraq and anything like that. (Rebecca, Amnesty Group) 
 
It’s made me aware of abuses of women’s rights even in UK; I now think 
about death penalty rather than just accept it; I’m aware of the role of the UK 
in arms trade; and I think differently about anti-terror laws. (Janet, Amnesty 
Group) 
 
Young people in all five of the groups described how their involvement had also had 
some impact on their political engagement, although this was much less common in 
the peer support group than in the other four. Respondents’ views had been affected 
on two levels. Firstly, many believed that their knowledge of political issues and 
political processes (both broadly defined) had increased as a result of their extra-
curricular activities. These included: a greater awareness of political systems and 
political issues in the UK and in other parts of the world (for example, international 
trading systems, and the construction of teenage pregnancy as a social problem); and a 
greater understanding of the political process in the UK – through analogy with 
student representation. Secondly, several described how their attitudes to political 
issues, political processes and their own political engagement had been affected by 
their involvement in the extra-curricular groups. These included: a realisation that 
politics is not boring; an increased confidence about discussing political issues with 
others; and, in some cases, a belief that political change can be effected by taking 
action. 
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It has been widely argued that young people’s growing involvement in single-issue 
pressure groups and ‘identity politics’ more broadly has been at the cost of their 
participation in conventional politics. Kimberlee (2002), for example, maintains that 
‘The failure of young people to vote in general elections is seen…as resulting from 
[their] abandonment of traditional political activity and their greater interest in a new 
alternative politics with a different agenda’ (p.93). However, in the case of some of 
the young people involved in this research project, the opposite seemed true; for a 
significant minority, involvement in socially-focused extra-curricular groups appeared 
to have a positive impact on their willingness to engage with mainstream political 
processes. 
 
Media representations of social issues 
Students from all groups claimed that their extra-curricular activities had caused them 
to adopt a more questioning and critical stance to what they read in newspapers and 
common constructions of ‘social problems’. Paula described how the peer support 
group had affected her attitude to newspaper stories about social issues and made her 
more critical of the ‘moral panic’ around teenage pregnancy, for example. Danny, 
also in the peer support group, explained that his experiences in the group had caused 
him to become much more critical of media representations of all teenagers as 
‘problems’. Members of the three Amnesty groups talked about how they had adopted 
more critical stances towards social policies in relation to two main issues: trade and 
asylum seekers. Lily’s comments are typical: 
 
Asylum seekers …it’s obviously in the newspapers the whole time, especially 
over the past year, and I think the impression you get, not necessarily from the 
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tabloids but generally, is that its always a negative thing and I think going to 
Amnesty has made me realise how positive an affect they can have and how 
they’re not necessarily economic migrants, they are actually needing to get 
away from something.  
 
Similarly, Maya, from the peer support group described how she had become more 
concerned about racism and prejudice as a result of learning about the effect on 
people, while Paula claimed that the group had made her more accepting of 
difference. 
 
Individualistic nature of contemporary society 
For several young people, participation in extra-curricular groups of this kind had led 
them to question the individualistic nature of both the education system and wider 
society. For example, almost all the members of the students’ union described how, 
over the year, they had come to believe that group decisions were generally much 
better than individual ones and that reaching a consensus as a group provided a 
considerably firmer foundation for action. Young people from other groups also spoke 
about the benefits they believed accrued from working collaboratively. These 
included: learning from the diverse views of group members; feeling more secure in 
one’s own views if they were endorsed by others; being able to achieve greater 
change working together than would be possible on one’s own; and feeling more 
motivated to take action. The quotations below are typical: 
 
It’s taught me that group decisions are always better than individual decisions. 
(Rob, Students Union)   
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You just get…many more ideas start, because more people contribute…you 
see more results. You achieve more as a group. (Rebecca, Amnesty Group) 
 
Aapola and colleagues (2005) argue, on the basis of their analysis of curriculum 
materials in different countries, that citizenship education seems to be reflecting 
broader social concerns for individualization and differentiation. However, the 
evidence from this project suggests that these extra-curricular activities, at least, were 
prompting participants to question some of the individualistic assumptions that they 
came to see as inherent in much of wider society. Indeed, their narratives seemed 
closer to those reported by Ahier et al. (2003) in their study of understandings of 
citizenship among higher education students. They note that their respondents ‘spoke 
a language of what we termed “mutuality”, which involved reciprocity in their 
relations with one another and a consciousness of fairness and justice’ (p.159) and 
suggest that this was developed through working with peers from different 
backgrounds. While many of the young people in the current project shared a very 
similar socio-economic background, it appeared that their extra-curricular activities 
encouraged them to work collaboratively in ways that many of them had not 
experienced before. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper addresses questions about the efficacy of volunteering as a means of 
educating for active citizenship. In developing a sustained critique of the relationship 
between volunteering and active citizenship, Hall et al. (1998) argue that while there 
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is merit in gaining practical experience of community involvement through socially 
useful projects, there is also considerable ambiguity as to what ‘active’ means in this 
context. They go on to assert that what must be avoided is a situation in which young 
people participate in socially-focused projects within their communities, but fail to 
engage fully with the concept of citizenship. By this they mean that they deem 
individual altruism and good neighbourliness to be insufficient; indeed, ‘where such 
schemes do not entail a recognition that the issues addressed are the product of 
relations that are themselves subject to question, they can fail to enhance an 
appreciation of citizenship’ (p.312). 
 
The data presented above suggests that, in some ways, the four different types of 
voluntary, extra-curricular activity explored in this research did promote a critical 
approach to society. Respondents reported that they had become more questioning 
about the content of the formal curriculum in their colleges, as well as about more 
obviously political issues. Moreover, several presented quite sophisticated accounts of 
how they had become more critical of media representations of particular social 
issues. Perhaps most importantly, students from all groups believed that their 
volunteering had led them to question some of their previous individualistic 
assumptions – primarily through coming to appreciate the benefits of what they 
perceived to be genuinely collaborative group work. However, as the earlier part of 
the paper suggested, this is only a partial picture. In other ways these extra-curricular 
activities served essentially conservative functions: increasing the young people’s 
pessimism about the possibility of effecting social change; promoting individual, 
instrumental causes; and, in the case of the student union members, engendering 
considerable sympathy for politicians. This apparent conservatism should, however, 
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be viewed in the context of increasing competition for places at high status 
universities and on prestigious courses, and the widely documented struggle for 
‘distinction’ on the part of the upper middle classes (Ball, 2003; Reay et al., 2005). It 
is perhaps unsurprising that the young people involved in this study were so 
concerned to boost their CV and gather useful material for their UCAS personal 
statement given: the increasing competitiveness of the education system (Lesko, 
2001); the perceived need to supplement educational qualifications with relevant 
experiences (Brown and Hesketh, 2004); and the increasingly stratified higher 
education system (Brooks, 2006b).   
 
This complex picture of conflicting priorities and effects has much in common with 
Thomson et al.’s (2002) analysis of young people’s discussions of adulthood. They 
argue that, amongst their respondents two dominant, yet competing, themes emerged. 
The first of these was relational; here, emphasis was placed on taking responsibility 
for others. The second theme was individualized, and was associated with increasing 
choice and autonomy. Just as Thomson et al. maintain that young people can move in 
and out of these discursive positions with ease, so it appeared that those involved in 
this study were able to talk about both their increasingly critical engagement with 
society in some respects, and their sympathy for those in positions of power. 
Similarly, they were able to be quite frank about their own self-interest in taking up 
voluntary activities, while recognising the benefits of working collaboratively with 
others for the collective good. Potential tensions in these positions were not 
highlighted by any of the young people during the interviews. Thus, while these 
activities do not seem to be promoting a conservative agenda – one which privileges 
notions of responsibility, without addressing broader structural questions – it appears 
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that the influence is complex, multi-directional and perhaps, in some cases, 
contradictory. Exploring such tensions may perhaps be a fruitful focus for young 
people themselves as part of a post-16 citizenship education programme. 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
I am very grateful to all the young people and teachers who took part in this research.  
I would also like to thank the British Educational Research Association for awarding 
me the Brian Simon Educational Research Fellowship for 2003-04, which funded this 
project. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
AAPOLA, S., GONICK, M. and HARRIS, A. (2005), Young Femininity. Girlhood, 
Power and Social Change, Basingstoke: Palgrave. 
 
AHIER, J., BECK, J. and MOORE, R. (2003), Graduate Citizens? Issues of 
Citizenship and Higher Education, London: RoutledgeFalmer. 
 
BALL, S. (2003), Class Strategies and the Education Market. The middle classes and 
social advantage, London: Routledge. 
 
BROOKS, R. (2004), ‘My mum would be as pleased as punch if I actually went, but 
my dad seems a bit more particular about it’: paternal involvement in young people’s 
higher education choices, British Educational Research Journal, 30: 4, 495-514. 
 29 
 
BROOKS, R. (2005), Friendship and Educational Choice: peer influence and 
planning for the future, Basingstoke: Palgrave. 
 
BROOKS, R. (2006a), Learning and work in the lives of young adults, International 
Journal of Lifelong Education, 25: 3, 271-289. 
 
BROOKS, R. (2006b), Young graduates and lifelong learning: the impact of 
institutional stratification, Sociology, 40: 6 (forthcoming, December 2006). 
 
BROWN, P. and HESKETH, A. (2004), The Mismanagement of Talent. 
Employability and Jobs in the Knowledge Economy, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
COFFEY, A. (2004), Reconceptualising Social Policy.  Sociological perspectives on 
contemporary social policy, Maidenhead: Open University Press. 
 
DEEM, R., BREHONY, K. and HEATH, S. (1995), Active Citizenship and the 
Governing of Schools, Buckingham: Open University Press.  
 
DRAKE, K. and DAVIS SMITH, J. (2004), Young People and Volunteering: a map 
of the range and scope of current opportunities in England,  
http://www.russellcommission.org/docs (Accessed 19/05/05) 
 
 30 
DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITIES AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT (2006), 
What is Civic Renewal? http://civilrenewal.communities.gov.uk/civil/about-civil-
renewal/civil-renewal/ (Accessed 19/08/06) 
 
ELLIS, S. (2004), Young People and Political Action: who is taking responsibility for 
social change? Journal of Youth Studies, 7: 1, 89-102. 
FAULKS, K. (2006), Education for citizenship in England’s secondary schools: a 
critique of current research and practice, Journal of Education Policy, 21: 1, 59-74. 
 
FRANCE, A. (1998), ‘Why should we care?’ Young people, citizenship and questions 
of social responsibility, Journal of Youth Studies, 1: 1, 97-111. 
 
FURTHER EDUCATION FUNDING COUNCIL (2000), Citizenship for 16-19 Year 
Olds in Education and Training. Report of the Advisory Group to the Secretary of 
State for Education and Employment, Coventry: FEFC. 
 
GAMARNIKOW, E. and GREEN, A. (2000), ‘Citizenship, Education and Social 
Capital’, in D. LAWTON, J. CAIRNS and R. GARDNER (eds) Education for 
Citizenship, London: Continuum. 
 
GORDON, T., HOLLAND, J. and LAHELMA, E. (2000), ‘From Pupil to Citizen. A 
gendered route’, in M. ARNOT and J. DILLABOUGH (eds) Challenging Democracy. 
International Perspectives on Gender, Education and Citizenship, London: 
RoutledgeFalmer. 
 
 31 
HALL, T., WILLIAMSON, H. and COFFEY, A. (1998), ‘Conceptualising 
citizenship: young people and the transition to adulthood’, Journal of Education 
Policy, 13: 3, 301-15. 
 
HALL, T. and WILLIAMSON, H. (1999), Citizenship and Community, Leicester: 
Youth Work Press. 
INSTITUTE FOR VOLUNTEERING RESEARCH (2004) Young People and 
Volunteering: preliminary findings and emerging lessons from primary research 
http://www.russellcommission.org/docs/young_ppl_volunteering.pdf (Accessed 
10/01/06) 
 
JONES, G. and WALLACE, C. (1992), Youth, Family and Citizenship, Milton 
Keynes: Open University Press. 
 
KERR, D. and IREALND, E. with LOPES, J, GRAIG, R. and CLEAVER, E. (2004), 
Making citizenship real: citizenship education longitudinal study second annual 
report, London: DfES. 
 
KIMBERLEE, R. (2002), ‘Why Don’t British Young People Vote at General 
Elections?’, Journal of Youth Studies, 5: 1, 85-98. 
 
LANDRUM, D. (2002), ‘Citizenship, education and the political discourse of New 
Labour’, Contemporary Politics, 8: 3, 219-232. 
 
LASH, S. and URRY, J. (1994), Economies of Signs and Space, London: Sage. 
 32 
 
LEES, S. (2000), ‘Sexuality and Citizenship Education’, in M. ARNOT, M. and J. 
DILLABOUGH (eds) Challenging Democracy. International Perspectives on 
Gender, Education and Citizenship, London: RoutledgeFalmer. 
 
LESKO, N. (2001), Act Your Age! A Cultural Construction of Adolescence, New 
York: RoutledgeFalmer. 
 
LISTER, R. with SMITH, N., MIDDLETON, S. and COX, L. (2005), ‘Young People 
and Citizenship’, in M. BARRY (ed) Youth Policy and Social Inclusion, Abingdon, 
Routledge. 
 
MARSHALL, T.H. (1950), Citizenship and Social Class, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 
MILLER, D. (2000), ,Citizenship: what does it mean and why is it important?’, in N. 
PEARCE and J. HALLGARTEN (eds) Tomorrow’s Citizens. Critical Debates in 
Citizenship and Education, London: Institute for Public Policy Research. 
 
MURPHY, R., WEDLOCK, E. and KING, J. (2005), Early Findings from the 2005 
Home Office Citizenship Survey (second edition) Home Office Online Report 49/05, 
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs05/rdsolr4905.pdf (Accessed 19/08/06) 
 
 33 
O’TOOLE, T., LISTER, M., MARSH, D., JONES, S. and McDONAGH, A. (2003), 
‘Tuning out or left out? Participation and non-participation among young people’, 
Contemporary Politics, 9: 1, 45-61. 
 
PHELPS, E. (2005), Young Voters at the 2005 British General Election’, The 
Political Quarterly, 76:4, 482-487. 
 
QUALIFICATIONS AND CURRICULUM AUTHORITY (1998), Education for 
Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools (The Crick Report), London: 
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority. 
 
REAY, D., DAVID, M. and BALL, S. (2005), Degrees of Choice. Social class, race 
and gender in higher education, London: Trentham Books. 
 
ROKER, D., PLAYER, K. and COLEMAN, J. (1999), ‘Young People’s Voluntary 
and Campaigning Activities as Sources of Political Education’, Oxford Review of 
Education, 25: 1-2, 185-198. 
 
RUSSELL COMMISSION (2005), A National Framework for Youth Action and 
Engagement, http://www.russellcommission.org/report/index/html (Accessed 
11/01/06) 
 
SKELTON, T. and VALENTINE, G. (2003), ‘Political Participation, Political Action 
and Political Identities: Young D/deaf People’s Perspectives’, Space and Polity, 7: 2, 
117-134. 
 34 
 
THOMSON, R., HOLLAND, J., McGRELLIS, S., BELL, R., HENDERSON, S. and 
SHARPE, S. (2004), ‘Inventing Adulthoods: a biographical approach to 
understanding youth citizenship’, The Sociological Review, 52: 2, 218-239. 
  
WYNESS, M., HARRISON, L. and BUCHANAN, I. (2004), ‘Childhood, Politics and 
Ambiguity: Towards an Agenda for Children’s Political Inclusion’, Sociology, 38: 1, 
81-99. 
  
                                                 
i
 The ‘Together We Can’ Action Plan, published by the government in 2005, sets out its strategy to 
enable people to engage with public bodies and influence decision-making. 
 
ii
 Three are located in the south east of England and one in Wales. 
iii
 Pseudonyms have been used for all the young people quoted in this article. 
